[Rheumatic fever].
While rheumatic fever (RF) remains a major problem in underdeveloped countries, in continental United States and Western Europe the incidence of this disease declined markedly in the sixties and reached a nadir during the seventies. However in the last eighties a resurgence of RF has been documented in some areas of the United States with an eightfold increase of incidence over the prior 15 year average. Although a true outbreak of RF has not been documented in Italy, a trend towards an increased number of new cases per year has been observed at the Centre for Rheumatic Children at the Gaetano Pini Institute in Milan. Most of these children presented a mild disease with clinical features rather different from those described in classical textbooks. Most of them satisfied the revised Jones' criteria, in some cases the objective signs of arthritis could not be noticed, but the joint involvement presented as marked arthralgia while other features supported the diagnosis of RF. Rheumatic carditis was observed in more than 1/3 of cases with a high rate of residual valvular heart disease of a mild degree of severity in most cases. In conclusion RF has not completely disappeared in Italy and remains as a possible cause of permanent valvular heart damage in children. It is possible that the increasing morbidity observed in the last eighties may be related to the reduced primary prophylaxis against streptococcal infections due to the wrong conviction that RF is no more a risk in developed countries.